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Meanwhile, Back at the Ranch…

(
     A President’s assassination, a war in Vietnam, a Great Society, a movement for civil rights, supreme court nominations, the loss of the solid south, and the declination of a final term of office.  Such were the weighty circumstances permeating the Presidency of Lyndon Baines Johnson, circumstances that would come to shape his eternal mark on history as a man of great competence overcoming great challenges, succumbing to few.  But oft forgotten in grandeur of the office and complexities of geo-politics are those qualities which ground American Presidents and most importantly, the roots that anchor them to reality and humanize the head of state.
     For President Johnson, the family ranch outside Stonewall, Texas served then, and continues to serve today as a living, working, and humanizing force.  It tempers the man, it gives reflection to the office, and more importantly unveils much of the true nature and personality of LBJ.  Through correspondence, notes, trips, and records concerning his ranch, his time working and vacationing there, as well as the public’s fascination with this little white house, we can understand LBJ the man, as President.  While his hands were involved in the inner details of legislation, Johnson signed major bills out in Stonewall.  He used his home to entertain and confabulate with the media who held a certain fascination with the area of his upbringing.  A variety of guests from Heads of State to personal friends earned the pleasure of a front yard BBQ or off the record porch chat.  And even in the heady days of international engagement, the rancher in LBJ can still be found in comments on matters from cattle to Bermuda grass.  Throughout the following pages we shall see the stories that humanize LBJ and the records that give birth to the importance of his ranch in history.
(
Pressing On: The Media Reports on the Ranch
     From trade publications to the traditional reporting outfits, print journalists continued to write articles through the 1960s detailing activities at the Johnson ranch and the effects of the presidency on bringing focus to these particular few square kilometers of Hill County soil.  One of the first such reported articles appeared in the Saturday Review in May of 1964, a copy of which generated correspondence between the President and Lyn White, manager of advertising development, wherein Mrs. White comments in an aside that she had been breeding Kerry Blues for years but had “never thought much either about how you pick them up”
.  The article itself tells of the boomlet of attention locals have received and turned into economic profit from the growing interest in all things LBJ.  The author writes,

“For the accession of Lyndon B. Johnson to the Presidency has suddenly dragged the minuscule Johnson City (pop 611), Stonewall (pop. 135), and Blanco (pop789) in the “hill country” of Central Texas - about as deep in the hearts as you can get – out of nearly a century of obscurity and thrust the modest LBJ ranch into the national spotlight as the latest Little White House.  All three communities are engaged in a friendly feud – sometimes not so friendly under the surface – to claim the great man as their own and to share in the benefits of his elevation.”

The home, hometown, and homeland of LBJ, each a claim by the surrounding cities would be the repository for press folk, military and support personal, as well as tourists for years to come as President Johnson traveled to and from his Texas abode.  Johnson City, the town described in the article with “one bank, a grain and feed mill, eight service stations, seven restaurants and cafes, six churches, a weekly newspaper and the usual assortment of shops and stores” was also home to the Pedernales Electric Cooperative (PEC), created by Johnson as Texas’ Senator years prior in his quest to bring the working people of his state out of the dark through modernization.  The city lays claim to Lyndon’s boyhood home, his church and the barber shop “where Lyndon shined shoes as a boy when … his family was eating pork and beans without the pork.”  Having changed the names of its local school to honor the President, Johnson City then and to this day lives off the charm and notoriety LBJ’s nearby ranch brought to town.  Johnson was well aware of the rush to claim his heritage as evidenced in a letter to Walter Burnett, then Director of the PEC in which he writes, “I am mighty glad folks are anxious to claim me as a native son…But it’s good to know you’re still thinking of me. Having good friends back home is part of the strength I need on this job.”

     Another early news report came from the Minneapolis Sunday Tribune where writer Charles Bailey issued one statement that may best sum up the bond between LBJ and his ranch
.  
“Spend a few hours with the President on his own acreage or riding over the rough rimrock country of Gillespie and Blanco Counties where he leases several thousand acres, and on thing becomes clear. Johnson the rancher and Mr. Johnson the President are inseparable. The President can be seen a good deal more clearly after you get a glimpse of the rancher, so deeply is the land ingrained in the man.”

     A conservationist of both his land and money, Johnson dammed up the Pedernales and used the water on his property, supporting fields of alfalfa, winter oats, and costal burmudagrass as well as the livestock and game populating the acreage.  Dale Malechek, ranch foreman, is quoted as saying of Johnson in the article, “he tries to get a dime’s worth for every nickel he spends.”  Involved in the operations of the ranch even while running the country, Johnson might advise “the best times to have the irrigation system running to the proper time to sell livestock or the right amount of fertilizer for a pasture”.  He was not a rancher by hobby as some well to do men of the Hill County were; he understood the economics of his stock, saying as much in Bailey’s article when questioned about what ‘pays the mortgage’.  

“The sheep are what make money… The wool will weigh 10 pounds when you shear it, and it will bring about 8 dollars, and a sheep won’t cost you more than 10 dollars, so you get back almost the cost of the animal in the first year.”

Such are the signs of the inseparability of Johnson the rancher and President, barring the legal requirements of placing his LBJ Co. in trusteeship with A.W. Moursund once taking office. This is echoed in the February issue of Successful Farming in which the editors report, 

“President Lyndon B. Johnson is the typical farmer in this respect. We had to keep reminding ourselves that the rancher who was showing us around his place during our 3-hour visit in January also was the President of the United States. And he shows the same kind of concern for what’s taking place on the ranch that you would.”

Noted in their commentary on a discussion with the President that day, LBJ, whose father went broke three times as a farmer, translated his experiences in life into policy like production controls for American farmers and ranchers.  This mingling of practical experience with policy was best stated in the closing remarks of the authors- “The President had commented earlier that the ford provided a way to cut costs and still get across the river. There was the distinct hint that he may also have been explaining a political philosophy.”
     One personal philosophy that Johnson held was for his working ranch to remain a sort of sanctuary from the duties and accommodations charged to him as leader of the free world.  In a supplement to the Houston Chronicle, writer Oscar Griffin noted, “These alien objects are the trappings of a President. … The President seeming pays little attention to the trappings; they are the inevitables of his position.  He must allow them to invade the natural beauty of his sanctuary if he is to enjoy that sanctuary.”
  His ranch was an escape from D.C. and served as a place to think and relax, even as it was used to entertain and host guests through the years.  Johnson’s brain may have been captivated by the details of Capitol Hill, but as his wife is quoted in the text, the ranch was “his heart’s home”, a sentiment repeated by writer Arthur Hoppe in a 1966 article in the San Francisco Chronicle on the LBJ’s roots.
“And seeing this country, you being to understand why he seems so much more informal here, so relaxes, so at ease. It is not only that this is where his roots are – his very deep, strong roots – but also that he has made a success here. … Here, then, he is secure. Yet he has also made a success in Washington, in the power-oriented, devious, egocentric, dog-eat-dog arena of national politics. … what a shame it is, both for him and for us, that he can’t govern the nation from here.”

     Johnson of course couldn’t govern strictly from the ranch as a matter of practicality, but he spent 484 days of his presidency there, a full quarter of his time in office.  While in D.C., the day to day operations of the ranch were handled by foreman Malechek who was profiled by The Sunday Fargo Forum in 1964 as “a conscientious worker. He knows cattle and how to fit them. He’s a friendly fellow who is still well remembered by North Dakotans.”
  

     The media found other interests in the ranch, some of them more obscure. One outlet reported on traffic being halted on Ranch Road one when the President or his wife ventured from their ranch house which was located only a few hundred feet from the thoroughfare.  In the months after taking over the presidency in the wake of Kennedy’s assassination, The Houston Post saw it pertinent to describe the new security policies while the First Family was home, writing, “at one point, 22 cars were stacked up out of view of the ranch house. Some has out of state license plates, including California, Illinois, and Florida.”
  Another report from 1965 in a magazine entitled Western Treasures made a bit of a stretch for the sake of sales of the LBJ name, giving a half page title reading the “Lost Mine of the LBJ Ranch” to a story whose opening clause was “although not actually on the president’s ranch…”
  The fascination with all things LBJ was not limited to the media though, as letters, memos, and requests from the public were often received and responded to as recorded in the Presidential archives.
(
The Allure of All Things LBJ

     Beyond the hundreds of requests to visit as well as work on the Johnson ranch, most of which were denied, citizens from across the country attempted to contact the President with a variety of questions, offers, and concerns about his hometown retreat or things upon which he had in one way or another left a historical mark.  These ranged from larger issues such as a request for plans to be approved by what is now Texas State University to place a marker at the rooming house where LBJ stayed while in college there
 to a fulfilled request for two ranch stones to be sent to a Dr. Douglass Sloane of Indge, NH.
 In the most interesting request for ranch work (and a personal apologetic letter of rejection from Johnson himself) a resident of Illinois offers to hike down to Texas to become a cowhand.  To this Johnson replies, “a few horses and riders accompanied by a couple of motorized four-wheel horses keep my cattle pretty well under control. Needless to say, I am glad to know you have the pioneer spirit and are willing to hike several hundred miles in order to earn a little money on your own.” As work offers mounted, simple form letters replaced personalized presidential replies. 

     Gathered below is an assortment of other correspondence highlighting the interests of those contacting the White House in order to show the ways in which LBJ and his ranch captivated the minds of a broad range of Americans.
     -President Johnson wrote to a Mr. Wellman of Boston to “express my warm thanks for the material made from the wool clip from my Ranch… Surely my wardrobe will be enhanced by the addition of suits tailored from this handsome fabric…”

     -The chairman of the Georgia Democratic Party, JB Fuqua wrote to apologize for causing a bit of a stir by accepting an invitation to hunt the President’s deer which the press took as to be indicative of a row developing between Carol Sanders and Richard Russell as was depicted in an attached cartoon for Johnson’s amusement.
  Months later another letter is received from the chairman expressing thanks because “a beautiful Texas deer head is keeping a sharp eye on a happy Georgia Democrat.  You were very thoughtful to send me this delightful remembrance of our visit to the LBJ Ranch, and I am very grateful to you.”

     -A cable from Joe and Harry Freeman alerted the President to one of his Hereford Steers shown by Dale Malechek’s son having been bought at action “by Harry Jersig of Lone Star Brewery and donated to Boysville in your name.”

     -A 1965 memo discussed the desires of specifics for the famed LBJ hat.  Requirements included, “a higher crown so that the crown doesn’t tough the top of his hair and mess it up… he wants a little wider brim… he is a big man and wants a big hat. He wants a very light hat”.

     -Not giving up after being told that the President could not donate a saddle from his ranch for an auction to benefit and educational television station in San Francisco, a memo from Hal Pachios to Jake Jacobsen discussed a follow up reply asking if they can buy the saddle instead.

     -A 1967 New York Times stub of an article brought up concerns locals had with perceived eyesores near the Stonewall ranch including two junkyards.  Distracting yet humorous signs were spotted near the ranch in Burma Shave ad fashion, reading “Ben Met Anna, Made a hit, Neglected beard, Ban-Anan split.”

     -Johnson’s personal secretary Juanita Roberts responded to a constituent question about the LBJ flag flown at the ranch when he was home. It was described as having “a deep blue background with LBJ in the center and several stars in a circle around the initials.”

     -An uncommon approval for a request to uproot and transport an entire oak tree was granted by the President in a White House memo.
  A plaque was placed upon it and planted on the grounds of the First Methodist Church in Floresville, TX in honor of the late Sam Fore, Jr. whom the President had befriended when he had first served on the staff of Congressman Richard Kleberg of the 19th District of Texas many years before.

     -In a memo to Johnson, the price of the two Lincolns located at the ranch were revealed, at least as of 1968.  The Lincoln with the least mileage was valued at $4,207.90 and the one with more mileage came in at $4,155.10.

     -President Johnson reported to have several guns, “one or more at every place” in response to a request by the New York Daily News “on the number of guns the President owns at the Ranch which he would have to register under the new proposal”.

     -Even those not in the same country as Johnson were curious for his opinions known to be given to reporters while at the ranch. A 1968 memo to the President reveals an interest by the Australian Broadcasting Commission to do a film at the ranch including “an interview with the President on his feeling toward his home country, its similarities to Australia, his feelings towards the Australians and the need to protect Asia from communist aggression.” It went without reply.

     -Another example of International interest in objects from LBJ’s ranch was expressed in a letter from the general sales manager of KTBC radio and television concerning the acquiring of a block of rock from the ranch to be shipped to the Greek isle of Minoa to be used as the cornerstone of a school being built there by Dresser Industries.

     -In a case of historical irony, Haywood Smith, the Acting Armed Forces Aide to LBJ, wrote then Congressman Donald Rumsfeld, in response to a constituent concern he had passed along who had inquired as to who was paying for the President’s trips to his Texas ranch.  Smith wrote,
 “While the government pays for these trips, I think it is essential to recognize that when the President travels to any location it is a movement of the Presidency, and not just the individual occupying the office of the President. … President Johnson, as all Presidents before him, must, because of the pressures of his office, take some time to relax in a surrounding which is restful to him.  In the case of President Johnson, this is his home in Texas.”
     -N.E. Michel, publisher of Michel’s Piano Atlas requested a photograph of “the spinet piano now in the home at the Johnson Ranch” for his publication. The request was declined.

     -Mrs. H.V. Hayes of Oregon expressed her interest in trading for arrowheads reportedly in the possession of Johnson at his ranch.  His personal secretary Juanita Roberts replied, explaining that “all the arrowheads are mounted and framed and, because the President inherited them, he would not be interested in trading any of them.”

     -Congressman Henry B. Gonzales passed along a request from one of his constituents in their quest for five rocks from the President’s ranch.  Lawrence O’Brien, special assistant to the President wrote back that he did “not know what the policy is on such requests, as this is the first of this nature that has come to my attention.”

     -A reporter for the Nashville Tennessean contacted the White House with an interest in President Johnson’s horses and riding habits.  George Reedy responded, “The President has two of his own – Silvery Jay and Lady B. These are both Tennessee Walkers. … The President uses Western saddlery and his usual ranch togs when riding.”

     -George Reedy replied to a separate request as to the President’s pets where we learn that “during the first year of Lyndon’s life he loved the farm animals and his dog, ‘Bigham Young.’… and ‘Dan,’ a favorite horse.  The President was deeply attached to “Beagle” who died two years ago after having been the family pet for some twelve years.  He was also saddened by the death of “Her” who died last summer as a result of having swallowed a stone.”

     -Juanita Roberts wrote to a Mrs. Hayes of Oregon laying out a history of Indian peoples who had inhabited the area surrounding the Johnson Ranch.  Beginning in 500 AD with the ancestors of the Tonkawa, subsequent tribes included Lipan and Mescalero Apaches and later Comanches.

     -After the 1968 election in which Nixon beat LBJ’s Vice President, the press reported on how the Johnson family was handling things while spending their Thanksgiving back at the ranch.  Mrs. Johnson was quoted in the UPI piece as saying they “might get up a bridge game, ride around some, and have a good, big dinner.”  Renowned reporter Helen Thomas added in the piece that “the Johnson stuck to mostly a traditional menu, with a few variations to include wild as well as domestic roast turkey, the first lady’s old-fashioned cornbread dressing, cranberry sauce, cranberry-pecan-celery salad, sliced green beans, sweet potatoes with marshmallow topping, homemade biscuits, ambrosia… and angel food cake.”

(
LBJ Pampers the Press and Powerful
     Part of Johnson’s persona included equal parts of charm and pressure to get policies passed the way he desired.  Most often applied to members of Congress or powerbrokers in DC, Johnson held out a sweeter spot for members of the media. From individual reporters to the leadership of major media outlets, LBJ would turn on the charm or personally invite persons to his Texas ranch if he felt it would be rewarded with positive ink.
     Katherine Graham, President of the Washington Post, was invited to Texas in late August of 1964.  Personally writing in regards to her ‘warm letter’ of August 31, LBJ tells her “how grand it was to have you with us in Texas. Your friendship means a great deal to Lady Bird and me, and we just want you to know that you are always welcome both here at the White House and at the Ranch.”  Sylvia Porter Collins, a columnist in New York wrote the President to thank him for having been “unceasingly gracious to me since the day I met you… but nothing, sir, that you have ever said or written to me approaches the fact that you took off time at the height of the campaign to write me your letter...concerning my recent columns on the economy.”  Johnson commented an aid on the letter that they “ask her to ride to Ranch with me Thurs night or come in soon” 
  Literally a week before his election to a full term, Johnson made a point of thanking a syndicated columnist which most certainly aided in his future relations towards opinion on economic policy. 
     A reporter for the Washington Star News by the name of Garnett Horner wrote to the President in the spring of his first elected term of office thanking him for a weekend visit and ride about the ranch to share some off-the record thoughts. Of those off-the-record conversations, a privilege valued by any reported as a sign of trust and status, Horner wrote, “From my colleagues who were there, I have heard noting by the most favorable comments about the off-the-record discussion on the porch of the Lewis place… You may get a laugh out of this—one reporter, striving to be witty, said: ‘Johnson may be the greatest President we ever had, but if he isn’t careful it’s all going to be off-the-record’.”
  Sharing personal thoughts must always be done in a measured fashion but LBJ shared his thoughts with selected minds when it gained him admiration from the Fourth Estate.

     The President could be catty at times in his communications with media leaders.  In a note to reporter Bill Downs for ABC news, Johnson said, “At the risk of being the ‘school teacher’ you describe, I would even go so far as to give your remarks an “A”. Enjoyed the Sunday with you in Texas and hope you will come again.”
  His remarks to New York Times writer Nan Robertson were slightly sweeter, remarking that her “poetic typewriter sang out as I knew it would about the Boyhood Home in Johnson City.  Thank you for turning your talents to it. Lady Bird and I always look forward to seeing you whenever your assignments bring you our way.”
     With an eye towards the future, Johnson began his courtship with members of the media as far back as his run with Kennedy in 1962 as the Vice Presidential nominee.  A guest list from the files of Bill Moyers listed the following outlets as having been represented at a weekend gathering at the LBJ Ranch just one month before Election Day: San Angelo Standard Times, Corpus Christi Caller-Times, Dallas Times Herald, Waco News Tribune, Fort Worth Start Telegram, Amarillo News Globe, Houston Chronicle, Houston Press, San Antonio Light, Dallas Morning News, KRLD-TV, Houston Post, Daily Texan, Temple Telegram, and the Austin American Standard.

     Just as Johnson gave members of the media the Johnson Treatment, he offered similar Ranch parties to the business elite.  Such a weekend gathering similar to the one mentioned just prior for the press was held on August 17, 1965 for the signing of HR 7997, an appropriations bill which included monies for the construction of the Dallas Federal Center. Present for the ceremony were business executives representing the following: Dreyfuss & Sons, Republic National Bank, Exchange Park, Southland Life Insurance Co., Southwestern Life Insurance Co, Donovan-Galvani, Mercantile National Bank, National Bank of Commerce, Zales Jewelry, Missouri Pacific Railway Co., Dresser Industries, Blue Cross Blue Shield, Dr. Pepper, Sheraton, Oak Cliff Bank, Dallas Power & Light, Tom Thumb Supermarkets, Great National Life Insurance Co., and the Dallas Chamber of Commerce.
  Individually other major business leaders, often members of the founding families for corporations, were extended invitations for visits to the Hill Country.  Among these were T.C. Frost of Frost National Bank and August Busch, III.
  
     Called to the ranch as personal guests, either for the inducement of votes or often as a matter of personal friendship, elected officials, leaders, diplomats, and appointees all made the list of Texas visitors.  Among these included former Congressman Newt Mills who served with LBJ in the House,
 Secretary McNamara and the Joint Chiefs,
 North Dakota Democratic Chairman Larry Erickson,
 treasurer of the Carpenters International Union Peter Turzik,
 and San Antonio Postmaster Daniel Quill.
  In 1967, Johnson entertained a serious of diplomats representing regions of the world beginning with Latin America and continuing through Near East South Asia, Africa, and Europe- over 110 all told.
  
     What LBJ treated his individual guests to may be similar to the experiences detailed by Mrs. Clark Clifford in her letter to the Johnsons, writing about “the ride in the helicopter, while munching on that good Buffalo meat and the speed boat – the wonderful afternoons drive – the succulent juicy peaches – the fields of yellow flowers – and most of all the open sky at sunset time!”

(
The LBJ BBQ
     Some of the most special of guests were treated to the renowned spread offered up during a famous front yard BBQs.  Under the branches of the mighty Johnson Oaks, out by the family pool surrounded by pastures and the Pedernales, President Johnson and Lady Bird hosted both Chancellor Erhard of Germany and President Elect Diaz Ordaz of Mexico.  So popular was the Johnson BBQ that it was chosen by the seniors of Belleview, Missouri for their class party, mimicking the piñatas in the trees, vividly colored paper flowers, and traditional fare of “barbecued beef and ribs, chicken, hot link sausage, ranch style beans, sour dough biscuits, German potato salad, Texas cole slaw, dill pickles, sliced onions, fried apple pie, iced tea, and coffee” served at the fest for Diaz Ordaz and over 200 guests in mid-November of 1964.
  

     Modifications to refine the luncheon and dinner served for the German Chancellor were apparent in the gathering prepared in 1963.  The dinner menu a series of three wines, an appetizer of shrimp mousse, entrees of potato puff, creamed spinach and filet of Beef Texana served with a green salad and brie cheese followed by pecan pie.  The next day’s luncheon included savory cheese custard, trout amandine, parsley potatoes, asparagus with lemon sauce and German chocolate cake.
  Such alterations from the traditional BBQ menu seem to have been made with the higher social status and diplomatic standing required for the German Chancellor in mind.
(
A Disgruntled Public
     Not everyone was entranced with the lavish parties, cloistered deals, and back scratching that could accompany time spent at the ranch, nor did all appreciate the President’s antics.  One mini-scandal that generated numerous letters to the White House involved a picture printed in the Houston Press of the President driving Lady Bird about in a golf cart, stopping shortly causing her to gasp.  The picture held the following caption, “Mrs. Lyndon B. Johnson holds her mouth and grips the arm rest of the President’s motor cart as he brings it to a sudden halt.  The president was clowning with a newsreel cameraman who was loading his camera on the plane ramp on the LBJ Ranch by running the cart close to the kneeling cameraman and honking horn.” Response was swift as letters called on Johnson not to ‘endanger other lives including our lovely First Lady’
 with a habit of ‘clowncar driving.’
  Other instances where the public would express displeasure was in the stopping and aggressive ‘rough treatment’
 received by those attempting to park along Ranch Road 1 to get a better look or take pictures of the ranch house and property, hoping to catch a glimpse of the Commander in Chief.  

     Letters arrived chiding the President who allegedly “drank beer while touring his ranch”
 and complaining about the method and number of Presidential Pens used in the signing of laws at the ranch because “at least, from the viewers point, the dignity is missing” in signing one letter at a time per pen.
  Questions of funding arose as to Johnson’s use of taxpayer funds for development of his ranch as express in a December 10 cable of 1964 saying, “Mr. President, laws of America forbids a public servant the right to use taxpayer’s money to enrich his person property.  Why have you used taxpayer’s money to build and equip an airfield on your private ranch?”
 In reply to these questions concerning appropriation of public funds, staff could get catty themselves as evidenced in an internal white house memo from Joe Laitin to Marvin Watson in regards to the query “who pays for the President’s weekend trips to the LBJ ranch?”  The questioner, a constituent of then Republican Congressman Gerald Ford, could have received Laitin’s suggested reply of “The same source that paid for President Eisenhower’s trips to Palm Springs.”

(
Ranch Tales

     As we come to a close in exposing the humanity that LBJ the man expressed thanks to the land that was his grounding, a number of tales and humorous anecdotes, intentional or not, give reflection to his warm, earthy humor.  Poking fun at the President in a 1966 letter concerning pictures for his soon to be published book, Supreme Court Justice William Douglas, a personal friend, joked that “the ideal picture, of course, for the Wilderness book would be a picture of the President … in a hunting blind sound asleep with a book in his hand and a deer chewing on the open pages of the book. Preferable, it would be a book which I myself had written.”
 Later the same year, a humorous letter was produced by the President in response to a separate letter from a supplier of Campbell Soup Co. apologizing for a delay in shipping the requested Snapper Turtle meat, writing it of as “indicative of the things we have to content with in this day and age- the time of The Great Society”.
  President Johnson then penned a letter to the President of Campbell Soup Co. as follows,
“I enjoyed your recent letter because it reassured me that the voice of the turtle is still heard in our land.  While it is true that I have some acquaintance with the species, and sympathize with suppliers who find them scarce, I shrink form the implications of moving to stockpile Snapper Turtle Meat… As for the decline of the Indian hunting instinct, I could ask our new Commissioner of Indian Affairs to investigate – but I believe he would be on the side of the turtle.  Be secured, however, that the goals of the Great Society will always accord a reasonable priority to a sufficiency of Frozen Snapper Soup.”

The wit and humor of Johnson took hold in various staff members through his administration resulting in offhanded comments such as this one which appeared the President’s night reading after he had announced he would not run for a second term as the War in Vietnam weighed upon him- “We still have some friends left – even though they might not be old enough to vote!”
  Juanita Roberts replied in dry humor to a pair of children’s question of a rather unusual animal living on the LBJ Ranch, responding, “I wish to acknowledge you recent letter, and to tell you that so far as we are able to ascertain there is no monkey living at the LBJ Ranch.”
 One can only imagine the possible replies never written to the poor children’s innocent letter.
     In the most entertaining letter to President Johnson, a boy’s wooden dummy and ventriloquism partner Bert McDoodle wished to say he “understood you have a new fire engine on the LBJ Ranch. Now what good is a fire engine without a fire chief? I would like to apply for the job.  I am not the first dummy to be a fire chief, nor the first fire chief to be a dummy.”
  Replying in kind and with a good measure of absurdity and self restraint, the President’s Assistant Ivan Sinclair typed, 
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“The President is deeply grateful for your interest in becoming chief of his fire engine. You are his first and only applicant, which is emblematic of your unique interest. Please don’t let this deter your enthusiasm, however. You are to be commended for such a sincere desire to manage a machine that preserved so much wood in its heyday. Please give the President’s best wishes to Wilkinson.”
Little more could be added to prove the existence of the humor and good nature that flowed from LBJ and through his staff.

(
Laying at Rest

     The American people gave much to President Johnson through the years. Besides their devotion, respect, and love for his domestic restoration in spite of international unease, they showered him with a multitude of gifts ranging from azaleas to ceramic ashtrays, and flat irons to old hymnals.  But they also gave him something more important- a calling to improve the outlook for mankind.  The accidental president, tempered by war, yet human in action, Johnson remained grounded in life by the soil and values rooted in him since childhood in the ranchlands of Central Texas.  For all that the people gave to him and for all that he gave to the people, an off-the-record comment that accidentally became on-the-record at the end of his presidency best reflects LBJ’s desire to have been able to do still more for the country.  Saying that “the reason he gets so much out of being in Texas is because he doesn’t have to greet all of those visitors”
 in Washington, Johnson revealed that as often as the man was forced to be taken away from his ranch, the LBJ Ranch could never be taken away from Johnson.
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